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      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Donovan was thinking about women. He often found himself thinking about women when he was riding his motorbike. It might have been the perfect balance of the machine between his thighs, it might have been the way it responded instantly to his every desire; it might even have been the way that keeping it tanked up ate holes in his salary. The fuel gauge was getting low now. Donovan’s idea of a perfect Sunday was getting on the bike and travelling: not going anywhere, just riding. He avoided beauty spots, preferred having somewhere less pretty to himself.


    He’d been to the north shore of Norfolk, to bathe his soul in an icy gale that had crossed no other land on its journey from the Arctic. Even in summer it’s a quiet bit of coast: in January it’s desolate. Donovan liked desolate. He’d cruised empty roads and gritty lanes with the frost still crisp in the verges, and ended up on a shingle beach miles long where the only other living souls were a man and his dog. Brian Boru would have liked it too, but Donovan still hadn’t figured out how to carry a pit bull terrier on a motorcycle.


    And what he was thinking about women was, how few there were who thought it was worth being cold and wet, bent double on a motorbike for hours at a time, in order to stroll on a pebble beach in the dead of winter. Off hand he could only think of one who might have enjoyed it, and not only was she married to someone else but she was his boss. Otherwise he’d have asked her along. Cal Donovan was a loner by nature and custom but he liked women, in principle. It was the practice he had difficulties with; mainly, getting enough. He wasn’t good at personal relationships. He knew what the problem was: being too intense when a degree of flexibility was called for, and letting his mind wander when it wasn’t. Like thinking about women when he was riding his bike. He also did it the other way round.


    A mile from home, coming into Castlemere down the Cambridge Road, he checked the fuel again and thought he’d fill up before the garage closed. He probably wouldn’t need the bike until tomorrow but in his line of work you couldn’t count on it.


    An early dusk had set in before he left Norfolk, by now it was entirely dark. The lights of the filling station rose on the tarmac horizon like a liner at sea. Donovan swung off the road and gunned to a halt by a pump. He had all four to choose from. The place was empty, there was just him, the attendant in his brilliant emporium and a small red van left slantwise across the forecourt, the engine still running, presumably by someone who only wanted a packet of cigarettes.


    Donovan had noticed how people buying fish, paint or a bottle of wine would park a car but those who wanted only a packet of cigarettes would abandon it where it stopped. Donovan could get quite ratty about inconsiderate parking. People who knew him slightly, enough to know he lived on a narrow-boat and rode a motorbike and visited the barber about as often as other people visit the dentist, had him down as a Hell’s Angel. In fact he was a bit of a puritan.


    When the bike was fed he padded across the forecourt, his helmet over his arm, unzipping the pockets of his leathers until he found one with some money in. On an impulse, as he passed the red van he reached inside and turned off the engine, taking the key with him.


    There were only two people in the shop, the assistant behind the till and the customer he was serving, muffled against the weather in a long coat and balaclava. Donovan dropped the keys over his shoulder. ‘Don’t leave it running,’ he growled, ‘somebody might steal it.’


    The only warning he got that he’d misread the situation was the look on the assistant’s face. He knew Ash Kumani well enough to expect a nod of recognition or maybe a grin in reply. Instead the man’s eyes flicked briefly at him, rimed with fear.


    Donovan frowned, and his lips pursed to say ‘What—?’ But before he got the word out the man in front of him, the small man muffled up against the icy New Year, spun on his heel like a dancer and hit him in the face hard enough to floor him.


    Donovan had been a policeman for more than ten years, he’d been hit more times than he could remember. He’d taken systematic beatings from men who knew just how to do it, and collected black eyes simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But he didn’t remember being taken so totally by surprise before. Pain exploded up the side of his face, and even as he reeled against the videos he was dimly aware that no fist had done that. Then he hit the tiles; the coloured lights bled together and faded to black.


    It was more a lapse than a loss of consciousness, though, because when the world started to come back he knew he’d only been away a few seconds. He saw Ash Kumani coming round the counter and bending over him anxiously, and heard the roar of an engine mount and diminish as the van shot off with a Grand-Prix flourish. His hand, wandering vaguely to his face, met the cool slickness of blood.


    ‘What did he hit me with?’ Somehow that was important to him, that he hadn’t been felled by a man smaller than himself equipped with nothing more than his bare fists.


    ‘A gun. A pistol.’ Kumani gestured at Donovan’s face, the skin split over the outer edge of the high cheekbone. ‘You’ll need a stitch in that. Sit still, I’ll call 999 and then I’ll fix you a dressing.’ Kumani kept an eclectic garage shop, lint and sticking plaster were no strain on his resources, and by keeping busy he could fend off the reaction he felt as an incipient tremble in his knees. He’d be all right until he had time to acknowledge the fact that he’d just lost his weekend takings to an armed robber in a ski mask.


    But Donovan was on his feet and heading for the door before the diminishing roar of the engine had entirely died. Cambridge Road offered only two possibilities: into Castlemere or out to The Levels. The police would come up the road from town so the van had headed east.


    He paused just long enough to find his helmet and jam it on. ‘Pay you later.’ He headed for his bike at a slightly unsteady jog.


    Kumani’s horrified exclamation – ‘You can’t ride like that!’ – was lost on him, and he had the bike under way before anyone arrived from Queen’s Street to stop him.


    He’d been riding motorbikes since he was twelve, always said he could do it in his sleep; now he was going to find out. If he’d been any less stunned he’d have recognized that it wasn’t only his own neck he was risking. But that was sophisticated thinking for a man who’d just been pistol-whipped, and he was heading for The Levels at sixty miles an hour before he’d wondered if he should or even could.


    After the slightly shabby Victorian suburbs around the garage Cambridge Road gave way first to a classy semi-rural area of big expensive houses in extensive grounds and then to farmland. At this time of year the fields were either in stubble or in plough and there was nothing to hide the distant lights of a speeding van; a fact which was probably not appreciated by the driver. When he turned off towards the dozen houses and a church that constituted Chevening village his only purpose could be to evade pursuit. There was nothing that way that could be of any use to him, but there weren’t so many roads out here that he could afford to pass one if he wanted to break his trail.


    All the same, he’d have been better passing that one. Donovan gave a little grunt of satisfaction: ‘Gotcha!’ Narrow and cornering sharply round fields that predated the internal combustion engine, Chevening Moss Road was impossible for a four-wheeled vehicle to take at speed. If he met another vehicle coming the other way the raider would have to slow to a crawl should every squad car Queen’s Street could muster be behind him. As long as Donovan kept the rhythm of his cornering fluent, which wouldn’t normally be a problem but just might be this time, he could cut that half-mile lead back to nothing about the time the van reached the village.


    In daylight the spire of Chevening Parish Church was visible from far out across The Levels. When the fens were trackless wetland church spires served the same purpose as lighthouses to ships at sea. But in the dark the first you knew was the road doing a sudden switchback round the graveyard wall. Donovan saw the van’s brake lights flare, and the beam of the headlamps raked wildly as the rear end broke away. He braked too, ready to stop, but somehow the van recovered, vanishing out of the dogleg turn as Donovan came into it.


    Though he was unsighted for a few seconds then, Donovan got a moment’s warning of what was going to happen. Headlights gleamed off the reflectors on the corner: another car was on the roundabout immediately beyond the church. Donovan just had time to think, ‘Please God, let it be coming this way.’ Then the reflectors went dark as the lights veered off, the vehicle crossing the path of the speeding van.


    The raider must have seen the other vehicle, must have known it had right of way. He might have thought he could beat it across the roundabout, that it would brake when he failed to; or he may have been checking his mirror at the critical moment, aware of the single light gaining on him from behind and wondering if it was pursuit or coincidence. For whatever reason he kept going and, instead of meshing like the cogs on a wheel, momentarily the two vehicles tried to occupy the same space.


    Through his helmet Donovan heard the squeal of brakes swallowed almost instantly in an impact like an explosion. Lights cartwheeled across the sky. Afraid he’d swing round the last corner and pile into them he braked again, harder, and fought the resentful machine under him to a more-or-less controlled halt. The crash scene opened up before him, lit by the three Victorian lamp-posts that constituted Chevening’s public lighting scheme.


    The red van had hit a white saloon and bowled it across the roundabout like rolling a bottle. Between rolling and sliding it must have covered forty metres, the tortured metal shrieking in agony, before coming to rest on its side against an oak tree overhanging the road.


    The van itself had veered left into Fletton Road. Somehow it had stayed upright as it ricocheted like a pin-ball off the churchyard wall, but the whole near-side had been stripped to the metal before it ended its career under the backside of a parked digger. Now it looked as if the digger had sat on its bonnet. The van’s engine had gone as far under as it could and then come back into the cab.


    ‘God almighty!’ whispered Donovan. All at once a cut face seemed small beer. He couldn’t see how the occupants of either vehicle could have escaped with their lives.


    But he had to be sure. Carefully now – he was probably the only one left for whom things could get any worse – he rode on to the roundabout and left the bike with its light shining back at the blind corner to warn anyone coming in his wake. He threw off his helmet and, fighting the weakness that adrenalin had thus far kept at bay, crossed the road to the white saloon.


    It had been a good car once but it was done now. There might be a few parts deep in the engine block that could be salvaged, but in every way that counted it was a write-off. If it had had furry dice, the furry dice would have been a write-off.


    Or just possibly not. Because modern cars are constructed in such a way that everything collapses and crumples and falls apart in order to safeguard the passengers inside. When Donovan steeled himself to look he met not a shatter of blood and bones and grey flesh forced into impossible contortions but shock-dilated eyes in the white face of a woman who, so far as he could see, hadn’t a mark on her.


    Her mouth opened and closed a couple of times before anything came out. Then she said – whispered, rather, but with the exquisite politeness that a totally unfamiliar situation engenders – ‘Please, could you help me?’


    Relief almost made Donovan laugh. It certainly made him forget his manners. ‘Jesus, lady, I thought you were mincemeat!’ The offside doors were under the car. He found the nearside handle sandwiched into a concertina fold of the door and pulled but nothing happened, and judging from the seized-solid feel of it nothing was going to. Without much hope Donovan tried the rear door but the whole frame was distorted, it would take cutting equipment to shift it.


    He thought for a moment, sniffing the air like a dog. He couldn’t smell petrol. The engine was dead. ‘Can you turn the ignition off?’ She didn’t answer. He tried again. ‘The ignition. The key. Can you reach it to turn it off?’


    ‘Oh – yes.’ Donovan saw her right hand move, awkwardly because her body was tipped on her right side, held there by the seat-belt. He heard the key turn.


    ‘OK, good. Now, are you hurt?’


    She needed a moment’s notice of that too. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so.’


    ‘Can you move your legs?’


    ‘Y-yes. But not much, there’s something in the way.’


    From the state of the car it could have been anything including the tow bar. Donovan wiped his forearm across his eyes. ‘Listen, you’d best stay where you are till help gets here. It won’t be long, and they’ll be able to force the door and get you out easy. The only way out right now is through the windscreen, and if you are hurt I could do some damage pulling you about. Keep still and be patient. You’re in no danger, there’s no need to be frightened. I have to go check the other vehicle.’


    That seemed to bring home to her what had happened. Until then she was the victim of some incomprehensible disaster as impersonal as a lightning strike or an avalanche, and all she knew was to be grateful there was someone on hand to help her. But that brought it back. Another vehicle? – she was hit by another vehicle! She was driving round the roundabout when a red van that should have stopped at the broken line came straight on and hit her at full tilt. It wasn’t an accident, not in any real sense – someone did this to her! Outrage flooded through her. ‘He hit me! I was on the roundabout, and he crossed the line and hit me!’


    Donovan nodded. ‘He’s pretty maced up too, by the look of it. Worse than you. If there’s nothing I can do there I’ll come straight back.’


    ‘Don’t leave me!’ From a whisper her voice rose to a wail.


    Donovan flinched. ‘I have to. Look, there are people coming now – I’ll get someone to wait with you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’


    Her free left hand came towards him through the broken windscreen, imploring, seeking contact. He stepped back quickly, then, feeling like a worm, turned his back on her.


    People were coming from the little knot of houses round the church. He sent the first to phone for the police, Fire Brigade and Ambulance – the cars from Queen’s Street wouldn’t be able to do much more in this situation than he could – and the second to keep the woman company. ‘I don’t think there’s any chance of a fire now, but if I’m wrong yell for me and get out of the way.’


    ‘What about her?’


    But he had no answer. He took off at an uncertain run towards Fletton Road.


    Even more than the car the van looked as if it had been through one of those compactors that reduce a ton of engineering to an Art Deco coffee-table. There was hardly enough paint left to show what colour it had been. The bonnet was crushed downwards and the pillars of the windscreen inwards. The height of the front portion of the cab had been halved.


    Again Donovan gritted his teeth to look. This was a man who’d hit him in the face with a gun, but that didn’t make it any easier to see him reduced to the filling in a steel sandwich.


    And again he didn’t see what he expected to. Firstly, though the driver had certainly come off worse than the woman in the car – there was blood on his forehead and bubbling through a rent in the leg of his jeans – he was surprisingly active, struggling to haul his legs out of the compacted well of the van on to the front seats. He was also too noisy for someone at death’s door, sobbing in shock and terror and pain.


    The second thing Donovan noticed was that he knew this man. Mikey Dickens was a junior member of The Jubilee’s leading crime family, and if there’d been any time in the last ten minutes for the policeman to ask himself who was most likely to have robbed Ash Kumani at gunpoint, Mikey Dickens was the answer he’d have come up with. The small stature and ready violence should have been enough to tell him.


    And the third thing he noticed was that, unlike the white saloon, all around the van stank of petrol.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    There was a long moment in which Donovan was close to walking away. Mikey Dickens was in a situation entirely of his own making. It was a miracle he hadn’t killed the woman in the car; and if he’d hit Donovan any harder he wouldn’t have been in this quandary, he’d still have been crawling round Ash Kumani’s floor wondering which end of the sky fell on him. He couldn’t think of a single good reason to risk his life for the likes of Mikey Dickens.


    Because that was what he’d have to do to get him out. Both wings of the van had been forced back by the impact, reducing the doors to mere jagged slashes in the wreckage. Not even a weasel like Mikey was coming out that way. The windscreen had been crushed by the digger to a letter-box slit. The only other exit, unless the Fire Brigade got here with cutting equipment before the thing went up like a bomb, was the back doors. And to get out that way, Mikey was going to need help.


    There were limits to what flesh and blood could do. If Donovan waited for the emergency services, and put in his report that he was unable to render assistance due to the damage sustained by the vehicle, no one would challenge it. Certain risks, even serious risks, came with the territory but this wasn’t one: crawling over a ruptured petrol tank that could explode at any second. There were police officers who went that far beyond the call of duty – Donovan had before now – but nobody had a right to expect it. It would be noted that he was concussed, and also how he came by that concussion. Senior ranks would support his decision, and even in the canteen no one would dare suggest they’d have handled it better for fear that some time they’d get the chance to prove it.


    So it was neither peer pressure nor official expectation that made his mind up. Mostly it was lacking the time and the strength of will to hammer out a rational decision. It was easier and quicker to go by gut instinct, and instinct said he couldn’t leave a man to burn, not even Mikey Dickens, not even in a conflagration of his own making.


    Where the door had been was a gap sufficient to take Donovan’s hand but not enough of his arm for him to reach the ignition. ‘Give me your keys. Mikey! – the keys. I have to get the back door open.’ Mikey’s pinched little face, the ski mask discarded now, was white with terror. But intelligence glimmered in the hunted-animal eyes, and he crawled on his elbows towards the sound of Donovan’s voice. ‘Mr Donovan, is that you? Oh thank Christ. Get me out of here, for pity’s sake!’


    ‘I will,’ promised Donovan. ‘But you have to reach me the keys. Then get yourself into the gap between the seats, and I’ll come in and pull you out.’


    Put like that it sounded nothing at all. He could have Mikey out of there in just a few seconds. Only the stench of petrol turned it from an exercise in logic into a trial of nerves, and even then there was only a problem if the petrol met a spark. The stink alone would do neither of them any harm. Donovan tried hard to hold that thought.


    Mikey was bloodier but less shocked than the woman in the car. He understood immediately what Donovan intended and what he needed. He squirmed round as best he could in the space remaining over the front seats and groped for the ignition with one gloved hand. When he had the key he put it into Donovan’s fingers as carefully as if his life depended on it.


    And Donovan dropped it. It wasn’t just nerves making him clumsy. He’d taken his own gloves off in order to reach through the crack, and the metal key seared his palm as if it had been among hot coals.


    Fortunately he was already withdrawing his hand when the heat got through to him and it fell at his feet. If it had fallen among the twisted debris inside the car it would never have been found in time.


    Mikey had his gloves on, he didn’t know that the key was hot and what that meant. Donovan did: it meant there was a fire in the engine compartment. It meant that there was no longer a margin of safety, however slim. But Mikey didn’t need to know. The man couldn’t have wanted to get out of that van any more if there’d been a kilo of Semtex under his seat and a Des O’Connor song on the radio: scaring him even more would be counter-productive. Donovan bent quickly and picked up the key with his fingertips. Mikey was in no position to notice. ‘OK, I’ll have it open in a second. Get you over them seats as best you can.’


    It wasn’t the Queen’s English but Mikey knew what he meant. Both front seats had head restraints which had halted the collapse of the roof: the space between them was the only way out. A bigger man would never have done it. An injured man in less immediate peril would not have thought he could do it. But Mikey was coming through that gap if he had to strip naked to do it: somehow, in the narrow place, he wriggled out of his heavy coat and wormed his way into the tight channel that was his only exit from hell.


    He got just far enough to think he had it licked, then he stuck fast. Even with his mind racing it took him a second to figure out how. His shoulders were already through the gap and they were the widest part of him: the rest should have followed. But whatever it was that stabbed into his thigh had torn a rent in his jeans that had now become snagged on the gearstick.


    He fought so fiercely to free himself that anything other than denim would have given way. But Mikey robbed petrol stations to keep himself in a manner which included top quality jeans and the fabric resisted all his efforts to rip it. When Donovan got the key turned in the back door he met the frantic waving hands and terrified face of a man trapped in his worst nightmare.


    And the reason he could see the terror on Mikey’s face was that there was now some light inside the wrecked van. A flickering rosy glow was emanating from under the remains of the dashboard.


    There was no time left: either he went in or he got out. It wasn’t a conscious heroism that made him kneel on the platform immediately above the punctured tank and grab one of Mikey’s hands in his own, but it was heroism just the same. He knew what could happen – what would happen, the only question was when. But the longer he waited the more danger he was in, so he flung the door out of his way, got just as far into the van as he had to to reach the trapped man, gripped the gloved hand tight and yanked with all his strength.


    With the leverage he had Mikey’s jeans stood no chance. There was a ripping sound, a sudden loss of resistance, and Mikey came at him as if he’d been shot from a cannon. Donovan had no time to avoid him: their heads clashed – sending new stars spinning through Donovan’s vision – their limbs tangled and they fell out of the back of the van like a pair of overexcited wrestlers falling out of a ring. Donovan landed on his back with Mikey on top of him and all the breath gushed out of him. Mikey, his injuries notwithstanding, hit the ground running.


    He travelled three, maybe four paces, and then he slid to a halt and looked back. Donovan was still on the ground, plainly stunned, sitting up now but either unaware of the giant petrol bomb he was sitting beside or unable to get away from it. The leaked fuel was all around him.


    Mikey screamed his name and Donovan looked round, a little vaguely, as if he didn’t quite know where he was.


    Then Mikey Dickens did something no one would have anticipated – not his father, not his best friend, least of all himself. He went back. He wasted no time. He grabbed Donovan without ceremony and dragged him away, stumbling on his hands and knees and then at least approximately on his feet.


    And the van blew up.


    Flame fountained into the dark sky. Bits of the van lanced through the air like fighter planes. When the force-front of the explosion caught the stumbling men it hurled them forward then slammed them down face-first on the tarmac and poured over them in a maelstrom of sound and smoke and shrapnel and flames.


    The first Donovan knew that he was on fire was Mikey battling to get his jacket off. It was leather, it protected him from injury, but there were a lot of fastenings to unclip and unbuckle, and by the time he was out of it the jacket was past saving. Mikey flung it away from them, back into the inferno, along with his own gloves that had caught light while they struggled. Then, keeping low, they helped one another out of range.


    By then the first of the cars from Queen’s Street had arrived. WPC Flynn took in the mayhem open-mouthed, then busied herself at the white saloon whose occupant was still lying trapped on her side. Helpless to escape or protect herself, the explosion had terrified her; now she was crying hysterically.


    While Cathy Flynn did what she could to calm her, PC Stark hurried towards the burning van, meeting the men staggering away from it half-way. ‘Was there anyone else? Donovan! – was there anyone else inside?’


    It would have been too late to matter if there had been. Donovan shook his head wearily, then wished he hadn’t. ‘Just your man.’ In moments of stress he reverted to an almost impenetrable Ulster vernacular.


    ‘There’s an ambulance on its way,’ said Stark. ‘You’d better sit down till it gets here.’ He’d spotted the blood still pulsing from Mikey’s leg. ‘I’ll stick a bandage on that while we wait. What about you, Serg – are you hurt?’ The gaping wound on Donovan’s cheek that had so alarmed Ash Kumani had disappeared under the smoke and dirt.


    Donovan considered for a moment. ‘Nothing a cup of tea won’t cure.’ But he lurched against Jim Stark as if he had no idea whether his feet were touching the ground.


    ‘Right, sure,’ agreed Stark, steering him to the bench against the wall where Chevening’s three senior citizens waited for the bus on pension day. ‘They make a decent brew down Castle General, so I’ve heard.’


    Donovan cranked up an eyelid in order to scowl at him. He knew he wasn’t going to win this argument, but nor was he going to let a downright lie pass unchallenged. ‘I’ve had better tea out of a gypsy’s welly.’


    Stark applied himself to Mikey’s leg. ‘Is somebody going to tell me what happened here?’


    Mikey Dickens, discovering a sudden interest in church architecture, couldn’t take his eyes off the lych-gate. Donovan sighed. ‘Mikey made a slight error of judgement: he mistook Chevening roundabout for the straight at Silverstone. I yanked him out of the van, he yanked me out of the explosion. Jesus, he threw my jacket in the fire! That’s why I’m so cold. I thought it was shock.’


    Cathy Flynn came over with a blanket which Donovan shrugged around himself. He sat on the bench looking like a vulture whose last antelope disagreed with him.


    Soon after that the ambulance arrived, and on its tail the fire engine. When the fire was out no more remained of the red van than a few tangled spars of blackened metal sitting in a hole in the road.


    The paramedics helped Mikey into the back of the ambulance. By then firemen with cutting equipment had freed the woman from the white saloon and they went to check that she too was fit to be moved. She was: she had escaped virtually without injury. With a little support she was able to walk to the ambulance.


    One of the paramedics peered at the angular figure on the bench with its smoke-blackened face and blanket. ‘It’s Detective Sergeant Donovan, isn’t it? Are you coming with us?’


    Donovan nodded and climbed creakily to his feet. ‘Better had. There’s something I have to say to Mikey.’


    His head was clearing all the time. In the ambulance he found a seat opposite where Mikey Dickens was stretched out. His battered face ventured a fractional smile. ‘Mikey—’


    Now he was out of danger Mikey was high on adrenalin. For possibly the first time in his life he’d behaved better and achieved more than anyone could have expected. For possibly the first time in his life he was not merely pleased with himself but proud of himself.


    He propped himself up on one elbow and his pinched little face glowed. ‘That’s all right, Mr Donovan, you don’t need to say it.’


    But Donovan did. ‘Michael Dickens, I am arresting you for the armed robbery of Ashog Kumani’s Garage, Cambridge Road, on January the fifth. You are not obliged to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention now … er … something which you later wish to rely on … um … Will be taken down.’ Even when he wasn’t concussed he had trouble with the new caution. He thought for a moment longer, then gave up. ‘Hell, Mikey, you’ve heard it before, you know what it means. It means you’re nicked.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    ‘You do not have to say anything,’ said Detective Superintendent Frank Shapiro sternly. ‘But I must caution you that if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court it may harm your defence. If you do say anything it may be given in evidence.’


    ‘Uhhuh,’ said Donovan.


    Shapiro bristled. ‘Never mind Uhhuh: this matters. The first time I have a case thrown out of court because you couldn’t be bothered to caution the suspect correctly I’ll have you directing traffic. Why is it a problem, anyway? Twenty-year-old kids in their first week of basic training have it off word-perfect. So, for that matter, have old codgers like me and Sergeant Bolsover who learned the old one when Adam was under the age of criminal responsibility. In God’s name, Sergeant, what is your problem?’


    Donovan mumbled something, avoiding his eyes.


    

      ‘What?’

    


    ‘I was concussed,’ Donovan said defensively. The cut over his cheekbone was held together by butterfly plasters and the whole orbit of his eye was black. ‘First the sod hit me in the face, then we clashed heads. I’m sorry I wasn’t up to giving the Gettysburg Address under these circumstances but I have to say, I doubt Lincoln would have been either.’


    Shapiro sighed. Tearing strips off Detective Sergeant Donovan was a thankless task. For one thing, it was like painting the Forth Bridge: you’d barely finished when it was time to start again. For another, although you could always find something to criticize about the way Donovan did his job he did it well. He put himself out, he got results, in all the important ways he was a good policeman. Whenever Shapiro was dragging him over the coals, which he did at regular intervals, half-way through he started feeling foolish because what he was complaining about didn’t matter as much as the things Donovan got right.


    ‘How’s the head now?’ he asked.


    ‘Fine,’ said Donovan. ‘I’ll be in to work tomorrow.’


    It was Monday evening, they were talking in the saloon of Donovan’s boat on the Castlemere Canal. In January only a handful of boats remained on the water and only one other was occupied so Broad Wharf seemed like a ghost town. Shapiro had left his car on Brick Lane and cut through on the footpath. It always made him nervous, leaving his car so close to The Jubilee. The half-dozen streets of black Victorian brick made a sort of walled city which much of Castlemere’s criminal fraternity, the Dickens clan among them, called home. In fact, the car was quite safe. The nice thing about old-fashioned criminals, as distinct from the yuppie kind who used mobile phones and joined golf clubs, was that they had a sort of respect for the enemy. They called him Mr Shapiro. They even called Donovan Mr Donovan.


    ‘There’s no rush,’ said Shapiro. ‘Apart from Mikey the ungodly are still on their holidays.’


    ‘Just the same.’ Donovan only took today off because the doctor insisted. He hated being sidelined. He seemed to think crime would grind to a halt if he wasn’t there.


    Shapiro nodded and struggled to his feet. Donovan favoured low furniture because of Tara’s low ceilings, but Shapiro had reached an age and a shape which called for a nice upright chair with stout arms. ‘Good enough. I just thought I’d stick my head in, see how you were.’


    Donovan uncoiled from the low sofa like a snake rising; behind him, shadow-silent, rose the dark shape of the dog.


    Shapiro said, ‘Lost any fingers yet?’


    Donovan gave his saturnine grin. ‘Him? He’s a pussycat.’


    ‘Sure he is,’ agreed Shapiro. ‘Till one morning you’re late with his breakfast.’ He smiled into his chest. ‘Never mind, those big white gloves cover a multitude of sins.’


    Donovan didn’t understand. ‘Big white gloves?’


    ‘The ones for directing the traffic.’


    Detective Inspector Liz Graham was in charge of the investigation, and a baffling case it was too. One minute the room had been full of valuables, a flick of the curtain later they were all gone. The open boxes full of diamonds and rubies, the stacks of gold ingots, the strings of pearls: all vanished as if by magic.


    At least she had a suspect: a thirteen-year-old wearing a cut-down Lurex evening dress and a pink velvet turban. She herself was wearing a plastic helmet held under her chin by a length of elastic. ‘Ali Baba,’ she intoned solemnly, ‘I’m arresting you for the theft of the Wazir’s treasure. You do not have to say anything, but I must caution you that if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court …’ One thing about Castle High School pantomimes: they were good on detail.


    Another thing about them was that, by and large, the adults involved enjoyed them more than the children. More into pop groups than Middle Eastern myths, they went along with the nonsense amiably enough because it amused their parents and teachers and was a high point of the Christmas holidays for younger siblings. For themselves, they’d just as soon have been in Philadelphia.


    After the children had been packed off home, those unencumbered by sprogs with bedtimes gathered round some bottles of wine and some cheese straws in the staffroom. They were still in costume. Brian Graham, who was the Wazir, was wearing burnt-cork whiskers, a long brocade waistcoat and something that might have been a Victorian smoking cap. Liz thought he looked more like Mr Mole than the Wazir of Baghdad. But then, she didn’t look much like a chief of detectives either.


    The part does not figure prominently in the original story. It was created specially for her when she saw a rehearsal a couple of weeks ago and laughed herself silly. It was the funniest thing she’d seen since Donovan took her to a pub where folk music was perpetrated. She only came to admire the scenery – as head of the art department Brian had a dual contribution to make to the festivities. But by the time she’d hooted her way through a couple of scenes – comedy, love interest, the death of Ali Baba’s mother, the lot – it was generally agreed that she’d better be given a part to play since the alternative was probably having her in the audience.


    Now it was over, and unless a theatrical agent was waiting with a contract at the stage door it was back to Castlemere’s generally less picturesque crime scene tomorrow morning. For Ali Baba’s mother read Mikey Dickens’s grandma Thelma; for the Wazir’s treasure read a nice little earner in second-hand car stereos with the serial numbers unaccountably missing.


    She liked Brian’s colleagues. She’d met most of them at one time or another, but dressing up in false beards and discarded curtains showed them in a whole new light. Who’d have thought that the best education in Castlemere was being purveyed by people whose idea of entertainment was I-say-I-say-I-say jokes and sand dancing?


    Brian spotted someone he wanted to talk to and left her to the tender mercies of Slasher Siddons, head of Religious Studies. The Reverend Simon Siddons was a fencer in his youth: thirty years later the nickname still gave him so much pleasure he made sure no one forgot it. He’d played the part of Mrs Baba, in drag.


    He looked over the heads of the assembly – he was the tallest person present as well as, at least temporarily, the best endowed bosom-wise – and saw Brian talking to a mousy woman in the last dirndl skirt in England. ‘Marion Cully,’ he said, for Liz’s benefit. ‘She’s Mrs Taylor’s deputy in the English department, she went round with some flowers this afternoon to see how she was. After the accident.’


    ‘Accident?’ Liz hadn’t been at Queen’s Street today or she’d have known.


    ‘She was run off the road by some young tearaway last night. She wasn’t hurt, apparently, just very shaken. But it must have been a close thing. One of the cars caught fire.’


    ‘The accident in Chevening? I heard something about it on the radio. They said three people were taken to hospital but that none of the injuries was serious. Do you know who the others were?’


    She wondered why Mr Siddons was regarding her oddly, as if he thought she might be fibbing and couldn’t work out why. ‘One of them was the boy involved – one of the Dickenses, I think. The other was your sergeant. The Irish one.’


    Liz had a sort of reflex action for when people mentioned Donovan: her heart sank and her chin rose, ready to defend him. In the three years he’d worked for her she’d called him every name under the sun, but never in front of third parties. In front of third parties, which included all the general public except Brian and all the police except Shapiro, she backed him to the hilt because she knew he did the same for her.


    ‘Donovan was in one of the cars?’


    ‘I think he came on the scene right after the crash. He pulled young Dickens clear in the nick of time.’


    Liz nodded slowly. That sounded like Donovan. If the man went into a florist’s he’d walk in on the world’s first Great Chrysanthemum Robbery.


    Later, driving home, she asked Brian how Miss Cully had found the head of the English department.


    ‘Well, she’s at home. The hospital didn’t keep her, just checked her over and discharged her. Marion said she was still pretty tearful. Shock, I suppose. I mean, that’s about as close as you ever want to come.’


    ‘Did you know Donovan was involved?’


    ‘Donovan?’ Brian stared at her so long Liz thought there was going to be another accident. Then the cork whiskers spread in a wry grin. ‘Typical. No, I didn’t know it was him. Somebody said there was a policeman on the scene, but I thought they meant afterwards. Was he hurt?’


    ‘I’ll get the gory details tomorrow. Slasher reckons he pulled the kid responsible out of the wreckage just before it blew up.’


    This time Brian nodded without taking his eye off the road. ‘More guts than sense; but then, so have lemmings.’


    Liz chuckled. ‘True, but not kind.’


    Brian glanced at her from the corner of his eye. ‘It wasn’t me said it. It was you.’


    She wanted him to leave the whiskers on – ‘I’ve never slept with a Wazir before’ – but Brian thought of the mess they’d make of the sheets. So he washed off the whiskers but kept the smoking cap on.
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